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“Families believe opening their home can provide a child from a disadvantaged background a 
wonderful new life.”

The reasons Americans 
continue to adopt chil-
dren around the world are 

likely as diverse as the families 
who adopt. Each family has its 
own story. While no formal stud-
ies have examined this question, 
we have observed a number of 
common factors. 

Many families are “drawn” to a 
particular country. For example, 
it is hard for many Americans 

to see images of a tsunami or an 
earthquake and not want to help 
— as in Haiti, where adoptions 
from the U.S. increased after the 
recent devastating earthquake. 
Some Americans may select a 
country in which they have fam-
ily ties or one they have visited. 
Others may choose a country 
from which friends or relatives 
adopted and had a positive expe-
rience. Families may also choose 
a country that offers them the 

possibility of a child who has a 
similar ethnic background. Also, 
since it is a fact that some coun-
tries are likely to have more girls 
available for adoption, some fami-
lies choose to focus on those. 

Personal Perceptions
In some cases, decisions may be 
based on a family’s particular cir-
cumstances or their perceptions 
about the adoption process itself. 
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Children recite the pledge of allegiance during the first-ever Adoption Day ceremony on November 18, 2010, in New York. The U.S. Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services naturalized 17 
children adopted from six countries, allowing them to celebrate Thanksgiving as U.S. citizens with their new families. ©AP Images
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For example, some families may 
worry that the process in the U.S. 
may take too long or that restrictions 
on adopting parents, such as age, 
may prevent them from adopting.

Others may be concerned that a 
U.S. birth mother may take an 
active role in their new child’s 
life that could be confusing to the 
child. Some believe they will have 
more control of the international 
process since they avoid being 
“selected” by the U.S. birth mother, 
a process allowed in some private 
U.S. adoptions. Many fears, how-
ever, are unfounded.

Historical Perspective
That Americans adopt children 
from other countries is not new. 
Following World War II, many 
Americans adopted children 
orphaned by the war, and the 
trend of adopting children left 
without parents due to war con-
tinued through later conflicts. 
After the Korean War, a large 
number of U.S. families adopted 
Korean children, and this trend 

continued through the late 1980s. 
Until 1988, South Korean adop-
tions accounted for more than 60 
percent of all U.S. international 
adoptions. Since then, however, 
more families have shifted their 
attention to China and countries 
of the former Soviet Union.

Beginning in 2000, an explosion 
in the number of children adopted 
and brought to the United States 
occurred. Almost 200,000 children 
were adopted internationally by 
U.S. families in the past 10 years. 
In the prior 10 years, less than 
105,000 children were adopted 
internationally. The upward trend, 
however, has slowed recently. In 
2009, 12,753 children were adopted 
internationally, down from a peak 
of 22,990 in 2004. 

The reasons for the downward 
trend are likely multifaceted and 
may include factors such as more 
restrictive adoption rules in other 
countries and the global reces-
sion. Unfortunately, however, this 
comes at a time we are seeing an 
increase in the number of children 
outside the U.S. being placed in 
orphanages or foster care who are 
in dire need of a family. Factors 
contributing to this include ongo-
ing AIDS epidemics and economic 
issues, leaving more families 
unable to care for their children.

More Domestic Adoptions
It is important to note that while 
international adoptions have 
increased over the last decade, 
more children adopted in the 
United States come from the 
U.S. than through international 

adoptions. In 2007, roughly 2 per-
cent of all children living in the 
United States had been adopted, 
and only 25 percent of those came 
through international adoptions. 
Of the remaining adopted chil-
dren, 37 percent were adopted from 
the U.S. foster care system and 38 
percent were acquired through 
private adoptions. While overseas 
adoption may be getting attention 
of late, the majority of adopted 
children in the United States are 
from the United States.

The reasons that Americans 
choose to adopt internationally 
or domestically are wide-ranging 
and diverse, but in general, fami-
lies believe that by opening their 
home, they can provide a child 
from a disadvantaged background 
a wonderful new life. And because 
of a desire to build their families 
by helping children around the 
world, many Americans will con-
tinue to adopt internationally.
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biochemist who directed an international adoption clinic 
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endocrinology at Quest Diagnostics.  
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